Alberta is the wealthiest province in Canada. It is also the only jurisdiction in North America where the majority of local library boards charge patrons to use their public libraries.
Kootenay Boundary Municipalities and the Union of British Columbia
Municipalities. (Anonymous Partnership Reviewer, 2006) Although there was a struggle in B.C., the issue was eventually resolved with user fees being rejected province-wide. So the question remains: while the two other western provinces have some of the most inclusive library policies in Canada, why does the province between them allows its libraries to be Canada's most restrictive in terms of providing barrier-free, equitable access for all of its citizens?
In fact, Alberta too would seem to have legislation guaranteeing free and equal access to public libraries. Alberta's very first Public Libraries Act was passed in 1907. That act clearly stated: 'All libraries and reading rooms established under this Act shall be open to the public free of all charges.'" (Government of Alberta Hansard, 2005, p, 187 .) The current version of Alberta's library legislation appears to continue defending the public's right to borrow materials for free. In fact, where the 1907 Act only specified that libraries be open to the public but did not mention borrowing materials for free, the current version does exactly that, stating that: "libraries are required to provide access at no charge to…library resources in any format." (Government of Alberta Library Bylaws, 2002.) This author sent an e-mail to the main librarians' Jerome-L mailing list in Alberta requesting feedback on this subject (see Appendix One). Eighteen replies were received representing people who were both in favour of and opposed to user fees. Many of the respondents provided enlightening background information and personal anecdotes as well.
One of these was from Alison Faid, a former chair of the Edmonton Public Library Board who explained her interpretation of how the Alberta government massages language to allow for the charging of user fees:
Officially, libraries aren't charging for use of the library, because even the Libraries Act disallows that. They are charging an "administration" fee for a library card. When I first became involved in public libraries and read the Libraries Act I couldn't believe how slippery this seemed. Even now, the Community Development website says:
In Alberta, public library service includes the following services at no charge [ (Faid, 2006) As Ms. Faid says, the Alberta government uses disingenuous language to get around this requirement to provide free access. In that same government document which lists "borrowing library resources in any format" as a service to be provided at no charge, it goes on to state that: The Library Association of Alberta also avoids taking a position on this controversial subject. Instead, they choose to defer to local library boards, similar to how the Alberta government frames this policy in terms of the "increased flexibility" it gives municipal governments. LAA Executive Director, Christine Sheppard, explained her organization's position in response to an email inquiry in (Sheppard, 2006) Indeed, although "no one would argue that library card fees are a great thing", Alberta's library trustees were left with little choice but to do exactly that and begin charging user fees due to government cutbacks in the 1980's that flowed through from the provincial to municipal governments.
Why did Albertans accept this new policy of charging for a service (library borrowing) that has traditionally been free in public libraries? Why do they continue to accept the fees now that Alberta is the country's richest province?
There are a number of reasons including Alberta's general cultural and political climate, the easy boost they give to a library's bottom line, the relatively low cost of the fees for most (although not all) users, and the fact that many believe that paying for libraries makes users value them more.
Of these factors, the strongest in this author's opinion is the hegemonic mentality that has created (and sustains) the particular version of conservatism that Ralph Klein brought to Alberta in the early 1990's.
Bull Market
Alberta has always been a conservative province. Socially and fiscally conservative parties have dominated Alberta's politics and culture since the earliest days of the province in a way that is unique in Canadian politics. Currently, the Progressive Conservative party is enjoying an unbroken streak of leadership in the Alberta government that stretches back to the government of Peter Lougheed in 1971. Before that, the Social Credit party, another social and fiscally conservative party, dominated Alberta politics from 1935 to 1971. Although Alberta's historical roots are agrarian, populist and isolationist ( Van Herk, 2001, p. 394.) , a massive oil strike in Leduc, Alberta in 1947 changed the destiny of the province, moving it from an agriculture-based economy with an underlying faith in small "c" conservatism which existed to the mid-point of the 20 th century to a resource-based one with a strong belief in a more urban conservatism that is supportive of big business, low taxes and the government's lack of a role in funding various types of public institutions. This shift in the conservative climate of Alberta has grown since the midpoint of the century, reaching a peak in the government of Ralph Klein which came to power in 1992.
Although it might be argued that any political party would be able to successfully govern a province as wealthy as Alberta, the fact that Alberta has a strong conservative tradition means that many citizens in Alberta believe that it was conservatism that led to their prosperity rather than the fact that their conservatism was only reinforced by this prosperity. (Lisac, 2005.) The depth of belief in user fees in Alberta, even for a public service such as libraries, was shown in the e-mail responses this author received from many Alberta librarians. Some responded along the lines of "It was an adjustment at first but we've accepted the user fees now" or "it's not much more than the cost of a paperback book."
Even for those who oppose library fees, it is an enormous struggle to advocate against a dominant culture that accepts user fees across a variety of sectors. The number of librarians who requested anonymity as a condition of using their comments in this paper reveals how hard it is to speak out publicly against the majority viewpoint.
At the same time, many librarians are not immune to the "You use it, you pay for it" attitude that permeates Alberta. As stated earlier, user fees for Alberta library cards were implemented in the late 1980's to replace funding lost due to government cutbacks (Alberta Government Hansard, 2005, p. 187.) These fees now make up 10-15% of the average library's budget (and, it should be noted, are on top of any municipal taxes the patron already pays.)
In Alberta libraries are largely funded through tax dollars, with more than 85 per cent of library board revenue coming from local and provincial governments. But Albertans aren't automatically entitled to borrow materials from the libraries that their tax dollars fund. Libraries in Alberta charge local ratepayers an annual fee of up to $20 for the privilege of a library card, a form of double taxation that disproportionately burdens lower-income families --and which may exclude them altogether. (Mardiros, 2001)
The fee charged is determined at the municipal level. It ranges from $5/year in Medicine Hat to $20/year in Airdrie for a single adult card. Cards for children are usually provided for free but the definition of child varies from system to systemsome define it as "under 12", some as "under 18".
Most library systems are explicit that this card is for a single user and cannot be shared (for example, between spouses or even between parents and children.) This is fairly standard policy in public libraries across Canada. But library clerks in other provinces often turn a blind eye, for example when a husband signs out books for his wife or a mother for her child. But in the Alberta system where each user card has a fee attached, it is harder to do so. Should a clerk question the female patron signing out Tom Clancy thrillers she just saw the patron's husband hand to her before getting to the circulation desk? How about the child who is apparently taking out Danielle Steele novels on her (less expensive) card while her unemployed mother clutches the child's hand tightly?
Most systems in Alberta clearly state that no one will be denied a library card due to an inability to pay but some libraries, such as Calgary's make this less than obvious: The potential access problems caused by these policies are obvious. People with low incomes are unfairly burdened by this policy, forced to choose between a library card and other expenses. Although most people would not see ten or twenty dollars per year as onerous, for someone receiving Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped ($1000/month) and living in one of the most expensive cities in Canada, it is exactly that. Any library fines are accrued on top of this fee which is another restrictive barrier for marginalized users. Therefore, the easiest choice is often to do without a library card.
Disadvantaged, handicapped or low income people who want a library card but cannot afford the fee can always ask for an exemption (although that only means that the fee may be waived as the CPL policy states.) In a public space supposedly dedicated to fair and equitable access, certain groups of people being forced the indignity of differentiating themselves by providing documentation to show their "other" (read: "lower") status is embarrassing at best, discriminatory at worst. (Anonymous #3, 2006) Although this is a serious charge, the infamous incident where an inebriated Ralph Klein made an unscheduled late night stop at a homeless shelter and told residents to "get a job" while throwing money at them graphically captures the attitude of the Klein government towards its most marginalized citizens. (Lisac, 2004) It is not much of a stretch to believe that an attitude expressed by the extremely popular former premier of the province could consciously or subconsciously extend to the decision makers who implement policies that will affect disadvantaged library users as well.
A Cock and Bull Story
Due to severe cuts to social services by the dominant Tory party of Ralph Klein along with another oil boom over the last decade, the economy recovered from its 1980's depression and Alberta went on to become the first debt-free province in Canada in 2004. But the library user fees have never been removed and instead, remain to this day in the vast majority of Alberta libraries, even as the government continues to post enormous multi-billion dollar surpluses (Reuters, 2006) , even as they send out $400 prosperity cheques to every citizen in 2006, and even as they were presented with the perfect opportunity to replace this funding during the province's Centennial celebrations in 2005.
User fees have been proven over and over again to be ineffective (and even harmful) when applied to services that have been traditionally delivered using a more effective public model. Some examples include healthcare (Taft & Stewart, 2000) , education (New York Times, 2006) and even charity (Rose-Ackerman, 1987.) To expand on just one of these points, the issue of charging for healthcare services under a private-model rather than a public-model has proven over and over, most notably in the United States, to be extremely inefficient. The New England Journal of Medicine reported in 2003 that the US spends $1059 per capita on healthcare services versus $307 in Canada. After exclusions, administration accounted for 31% of healthcare expenditures in the US but only 17% in Canada. (NEJM, 2003.) Libraries are no exception, being at their most cost-effective, democratic and inclusive when funded completely by public money. On the other hand, Alberta's mixed public-private funding policies stifle the province's libraries rather than allowing them to thrive. When Edmonton introduced a $10 library user fee in 1994, enrolment, circulation and patron visits immediately dropped significantly and a decade later, had not recovered. (Alberta Government Hansard, (Faid, 2006) 
Like A Bull In A China Shop
If the decision to charge user fees was accepted by, and only affected, the majority of Albertans that would be one thing. But another extremely important point, perhaps the most important around this issue, is that by allowing its public libraries to charge user fees, Alberta is potentially opening up provinces in the rest of Canada to challenges under various international trade agreements (Trosow, 2006 . CLA 1999 (Trosow, 2006, p. 150) Having soda pop machines or even a coffee shop on site likely won't open public libraries to GATS challenges. But a system-wide policy of charging user fees very well could. Private companies are able to make a challenge if they can show that an institution is being run like a business rather than a public institution and should therefore be subject to competition. For example, UPS has brought a challenge against Canada Post to obtain access to the post office's most profitable business operations (but which, if successful, would likely lead to UPS ignoring the other services that these profitable ones allow Canada Post to subsidize -inexpensive rural and northern mail delivery for example.) (CBC, 2001.) For this reason, charging a fee for a library card could be a very obvious "in" for a challenge from private corporations wishing to move into the Canadian public library market. As Professor Trosow succinctly puts it: "Do fees for library cards imply commercialization? Yes. [That] means that a library is operating on a commercial basis and therefore opening itself to a potential GATS challenge."
There are already corporations running some aspects of public libraries in the United States, most notably in Riverside County California, where the entire operation of the public library system's twenty-four branches was outsourced to a private company, Library Systems and Services, Inc. (Autman, 1999.) This corporation also manages the operations of over fifty libraries across the United States to varying degrees (Library Systems and Services, 2006) . Having already expanded nationwide, it is not unthinkable to imagine them setting their sights on Canada, especially if a challenge under GATS makes it much easier to break into the Canadian public library market.
But while public libraries face potential threats from private corporations abroad, the signs are positive that the tide is turning against library user fees in Alberta at the local level, if ever so slowly.
Slaying The Sacred Cow
In recent years, four Alberta cities have chosen to remove their library fees. In January 2000, Banff was the first municipality to remove them, a move that was made with the full support of their town council.
On January 1st, 2000, Banff Public Library became the first library in Alberta to remove the membership fee for local residents --thus reversing a trend toward a curious form of "privatizing" libraries that has swept
Alberta in recent years. In Banff, the effect of eliminating the fee was immediate and dramatic. In January 2000, three times as many new members joined the library as had joined the previous January. The Banff Town Council voted a significant increase to the library grant, covering the loss of membership fee revenue. The upswing in new memberships continued for the rest of the year with the Banff library seeing a 40 per cent membership increase in 2000. The next three municipalities to drop the fees were Whitecourt, a bedroom community outside Edmonton; Drayton Valley in the heart of rural, conservative central Alberta; and, Leduc which is the source of so much of Alberta's original economic wealth. All three removed their user fees in September 2005 as a way to celebrate the province's Centennial and in memory of a popular recently deceased Lieutenant Governor and author, Lois Hole, who was a passionate advocate on behalf of libraries. The fact that these are communities that define small town Alberta, epitomize its rural agrarian roots and have generated so much of Alberta's wealth, yet see the value of dropping the user fees gives hope that other municipalities will remove the fees as well.
Another Alberta city, Lloydminster, has no user fees but is in a unique position. The city sits on the Alberta-Saskatchewan border with its library on the Alberta side. When library fees were implemented in Alberta, the library tried to charge Alberta residents but not Saskatchewan residents. This led to many patrons who were living on the Alberta side of the city using mail delivered to a post office (which happened to be on the Saskatchewan side) to avoid paying the fees. Eventually, a compromise was reached where the entire city became fee-free for library patrons. When I contacted Ms. Frybort (coincidentally, exactly a year to the day after my initial inquiry) to inquire about the impact of the changes, this was her response: (Frybort, 2007) Individual library systems are not the only ones rejecting user fees. It can happen at a provincial level and ironically, Alberta is a national leader with The Alberta Library (TAL) card, a program that is unique in Canada. Developed jointly by the entire Alberta library community, including the members of The Alberta Library Board which includes many of the Directors of the very public libraries that have imposed, or failed to remove, user fees in their own libraries. Although The Alberta Library card is free and the program has a slogan of "barrier-free access", there is a deeper irony in the fact that public library patrons must still pay for their local card to obtain a TAL card (The Alberta .
Because of innovative programs like TAL, the ongoing advocacy efforts of a few dedicated librarians and library supporters, and the fact that libraries are already slowly turning away from user fees at the municipal level, there is always the possibility that the Alberta government can be convinced to re-institute full funding for public libraries.
The fact that a new Alberta premier, Ed Stelmach was elected in the past year after fourteen years of leadership by Ralph Klein will likely lead to different governmental priorities, although it remains to be seen if libraries will be affected in any significant way.
One survey showed that 92% of heads of libraries in Alberta are opposed to the feemodel for library service. Although they are not all actively lobbying for removal, that fact is still another positive in the battle against user fees ). On the flip side, a survey of library trustees, who are ultimately responsible for the bottom line of the library system, showed that a slight majority were in favour of keeping the fees which are an easy, direct source of income for the library system rather than the difficult, time-consuming efforts of concerted lobbying, especially in an environment which is seen as hostile to public funding. On average, 80% of library budgets in Alberta come from municipal taxes, 10% comes from provincial governments and the remaining 10% is made up of self-generated funds (mainly membership fees.) According to Mardios (2001) , it would take less than $4 million per year (or 0.1% of the province's annual budget surplus) for the Alberta government to cover that self-generated 10% on behalf of public libraries. With the growth in surpluses since the turn of the century, that $4 million would be an even smaller proportion of Alberta's $8.7 billion post-budget surplus. In fact, it would be 0.00046% of the total budget surplus. Or put another way, literally next to nothing. (Alberta Budget, 2006) 
Till The Cows Come Home
Alberta touts the "Alberta Advantage" -its natural beauty and its pro-business climatefar and wide in promoting the province. But they do not mention the negatives that go along with these beliefs. Although it is but a small example in a litany of attacks on the public sector during the reign of Ralph Klein (Taft, 1997) , the actions of the Alberta Tories against public libraries is illustrative of the contempt that Alberta Conservatives hold for that most democratic of institutions, the public library.
When Shelley Mardiros, Treasurer at the Banff Public Library was researching the issue of library fees around North America, she sent an e-mail to the PubLib listserv asking if anyone knew of any public libraries charging user fees anywhere on the continent. One librarian in an undeclared location replied: "yes, we call them taxes."
What that means is that, according to her research, not one state in the most conservative parts of the United States has such a regressive policy, not even Texas, the American state that Alberta most resembles in terms of economy and attitude ).
Although user fees may be useful from a purely budgetary standpoint, they may encourage patrons to see the value in the service they receive and they may not be much more than the cost of a paperback book, the fact remains that Alberta's policy on library user fees is an embarrassment to the librarians, government and people of Canada's richest province. Beyond that, they are a potential threat to the sanctity of public libraries in other provinces.
I have spoken frequently of the influence of the Klein breed of conservatism on creating and sustaining the current situation with user fees in Alberta libraries. But it is important to also note that conservatism is not (and does not) have to be mutually exclusive to support of public institutions.
Governing documents and statements of principle at every level from international (International Federation of Library Associations' Statement on Libraries and Sustainable Development) to national (Canadian Library Association's Code of Ethics) to the provincial library act of every Canadian province (including Alberta) include language specifying maximum access to information and resources as an important goal. By charging user fees, Alberta's public libraries are directly contravening this intent. And that is why, in an institution which is one hundred percent funded by public monies in the rest of the country, public library user fees in Alberta are, to use the vernacular of that province, "as useless at tits on a bull."
